Mamu, historians of women and technology have reason to be skeptical of such broad claims about labor-saving technologies for women in Africa and elsewhere. 6 Certainly, women in Mali have been innovators in adopting labor-efficient technologies, and Mamu's criticism has much to do with generational differences, but her critique of the "machine" merits examination. importance so far from the river? 12 The same dignitaries pointed out that Nci's wives only had well water to drink. This particular remark implied that women, even royal women, in Banbugu had an extraordinary labor burden in their daily task of water collection. Women in Banbugu drew water from wells when women in other towns had only to gather it from the river.
Clearly, women's labor time was of political value. Stories like this one have influenced contemporary perceptions of women's labor in the past and the need to reduce women's undue burdens. In this historical account, the ruler Nci was even admonished to redress the problem of women's water collecting labor. Subsequently, Nci decided to dig a canal from the river to Banbugu. Using the might of his warriors he raided settlements outside of Segu for laborers to do the work of bringing the river to him. Upon its completion the female bard Musokura celebrated Nci for the feat.
13
What distinguished the pre-colonial canal from the later French irrigation system were the purposes of the waterways and their appearance in the landscape. Nci's canal was meant to bring water from the river to facilitate bathing, cooking, and other daily needs for the residents of Banbugu. More specifically, it reduced the domestic labor of women in the town.
The canal also brought the mythical qualities of the river to the people, and healers are remembered to have used the soil removed to build the canal to treat maladies. It was a manmade waterway but was not meant to radically alter agricultural practices, unlike the French infrastructure. In fact, today, the older canal appears very much like an extension of the river, while the French ones were meant to look specifically modern, according to the French aesthetic. The French irrigation system -like today's machines-stood out, and not surprisingly farmers found its usefulness as a technology difficult to harness.
14 Nci is still celebrated in oral tradition for building the canal, even revered as a saint.
In speaking to me, a white American researcher, Tiesson stressed at the end of our interview The machine most on Mamu's mind when I spoke to her was not a canal digging machine. She was worried about the introduction of grain grinding machines that now perform an essential role in women's food preparation labors. What of women's skill, genius, ability and value as women if they rely on machines? Other elderly women I interviewed similarly complained about younger women using the machines, citing the danger of the metal grinding parts chipping and allowing small metal shards to enter the food. Another common refrain was that women in the younger generations are just too much in a hurry to spend the necessary labor time preparing good quality food.
In striking contrast to these negative assessments of the recent transformations in and others now in operation in towns around the Office were donated by the Malian NGO Alphalog and were meant to help women improve their economic standing. 17 Women of several generations clearly also associate reduced labor time in cooking with increased economic opportunity.
Many more grinding machines are owned and operated by male entrepreneurs.
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The grinders sit outside men's houses and often attract lines of local young women and children sent by the mothers ready to pay a small fee for the use of the machine. 19 While I
would not argue that women's labor time is an unimportant concern, the emphasis on the labor saving aspect of the grinding machines obscures other important and overlapping questions:
How do women access technologies necessary for their work? How do they share technical knowledge? How do they imbue "women's work" with social value?
The fact that men are far more likely to own and operate the new grinding machines is at the heart of Mamu and other women's critiques of the machine. 22 Twagira, 66-73.
and sold those pots along with many other household items in a young bride's trousseau. 23 In fact, the dissemination of knowledge for producing these items has been traced through specifically maternal networks. 24 Before the introduction and spread of grain grinding machines, the technological infrastructure of cooking in Mali was predominantly a female affair.
Collectively the technologies that women employ in their household labor are called women's things or musow minaw. The women I met take a great deal of pride in their use and ownership of all these items. They are invested socially in the female network that provided their first musow minaw and invest their own money in new items, or to replace worn ones.
During my interviews, one issue that often came up for women when they thought about their musow minauw was durability. For example, women from all generations complained that new serving and eating bowls made of plastic are too easily cracked or broken. 25 Similarly, they spend a great deal of time examining a mortar and pestle pair before purchasing it for a daughter or for themselves. With this concern in mind, Fatoumata Coulibaly even purchased a medium sized mortar and pestle made of iron, a costly investment to be sure, but to her a worthwhile one. 26 The content and infrastructure of women's things, therefore, is subject to ongoing maintenance, assessment, and re-working.
Perhaps no technology has garnered more Western interest than the mortar and pestle. It has been one of most written about technologies associated with women in Africa.
Nineteenth and early twentieth century French observers often wrote about the mortar and pestle in relation to the time women extended in preparing food, and the emphasis of these early observers on women's labor time has endured in analyses of women across Africa.
Certainly pounding grains and other cooking ingredients is a labor intensive task. However, women have also transformed it into a collective activity marked by singing and dancing; it is 23 Even when male artisans manufactured cooking tools such as the mortar and pestle or metal pots, women played a large role in shaping the consumer market and types of tools produced. Ibid., 231-79. Nostalgia marked many women's recollections of earlier eras when they gathered around the mortar and managed their labor burdens by working together. 28 In all these accounts of women's on-going use of the mortar and pestle, daily life is marked by the early morning sound of the pestle hitting the mortar. The very ubiquity of those sounds also made the value of women's labor audible to everyone in ear-shot. Grain grinding machines, like the mortar and pestle continue to make the work of food production public. They are very noisy in their operation, but their sounds do not amplify women's roles in rural society. Rather they signal a transformation in contemporary society that troubles older women like Mamu. It is worrisome when women lose control over the technology of food production and are not understood to be playing a central role in the work.
Their labor, in effect, no longer embodies the social networks of women constituted around work or their technological expertise. This recent shift risks devaluing women's labor, even their role in society. From my own observations, gatherings around the machine also lack the social element that women fondly remember around the mortar and pestle--perhaps forgetting when it was not so easy to organize women in a household. Yet, as women working together they had no need for a machine.
Certainly, the elderly women's criticism of the younger generation contains other elements of nostalgia. I often heard that slower cooking (like we did before) was better. It is no coincidence that women (and men) also criticize women for the use of industrially produced food flavoring cubes widely distributed by Maagi, a Nestlé subsidiary. They worry it replaces quality ingredients from women's gardens and other nutritious ingredients collected by women from wild trees and bushes. 31 In these complaints the now elderly women ignore that as young women they adopted new metal cooking pots to ease, in part, their own labor burdens. Why not adopt grain grinding machines too? Simply dismissing the older women's comments would obscure a very real shift in how women are able to control the technologies of their own labor.
The problem, then, is not really with the machine but women's ability to integrate it into an infrastructure managed by women. Indeed, the path taken by a grinding machine,
